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at any rate begin to leak rapidly. By great luck the aluminium
had been coated with varnish, and this wafer thickness, which
kept the mercury from the metal, was all that saved the
explorers from almost certain death.

In the afternoon as the balloon slowly drifted over the
Bavarian Alps the gas cooled, and they began to descend about
a hundred feet an hour. The moon rose, and very slowly the
sun curved down into the west. By eight in the evening they
had sunk to a height of seven and a half miles. As the sun set
the rate of descent increased rapidly, and fifr/ minutes later
they were only two and a half miles up, so they opened the
manholes. Below them the giant pinnacles of the snow-clad
alps pierced through the clouds., but they had at least been
spared from asphyxiation. Good fortune followed them still,
and by a careful use of ballast they avoided the surrounding
peaks and crevasses, and when Kipfer pulled the rip-cord the
balloon subsided on to the flat part of a glacier at an altitude
of a mile and three quarters, near Ober-Gurgl village. They
camped there for the night, and next day scores of men on
skis came out to tow the gondola down to the village.

The following year Piccard made a new ascent in a fresh
gondola from Zurich. This time all went well, and a height
over ten miles was reached before the descent near Lake
Garda. Valuable scientific data were obtained and cosmic
rays observed.

During 1933 a Russian stratosphere expedition was organized.
The balloon was almost twice the size of PiccarcTs and carried
wireless, so that communication with the ground was main-
tained. The difficulties of the take-off were lessened by using
two small captive balloons which hovered round the gigantic
envelope, disentangling ropes and looking for leaks. The
starting-point was Moscow, and within an hour the balloon,
carrying Prokofieff and two other scientists, had reached a
height of ten and a half miles. It remained in the air for seven
hours, reached the record height of eleven and a half miles,
and descended safely about fifty miles away from Moscow,
with all its instruments and records intact.